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Introduction 

Zew ooservers of tAe newly independent city-sta=e of 

Singapore in 1965 would have guessed :nat I: was to oecome one of 

t_?e greatest economic success szorles of she lat=er half of t-le 

20th century Thoug--r blessed with a -<ey position astride a mazor 

world trading route, it appeared to be increasingly isolated 

wi:-2in t3.e region, both politically and economically. Indeed, 

with serious social proolems of its own on tie -2orizon, the 

country was as much a candidate for domestic disintegration as 

economic take-off. 

TAat Lee Kuan Yew avoided t,'le former and succeeded beyond 

anyone's dreams in she latter is the ultimate tribute to his 

political acumen and straregic vision Like Lenin, w-?o a half 

century earlier took control of state wit3 serious internal and 

external vu1nerabiLities, Lee's priority was internal s=abiliry 

and economic modernization Like Lenin as well, Lee sought rapid 

modernization throug2 an ambitious program of economic and social 

transformation One final similarity between these two men: 

possessed of extraordlnary confidence in their own policy 

prescriptions, they were prepared to exhort, caJo1e and if need 

be coerce their populace into going along In a sense, bozh 

leaders saw z-?emselves as t-?e vanguarc of their -- arguably very 

different -- revolutions Why then clc Lee succeed w_?ere Lenin 

failed3 Altzough Lenin certain:-y faced the more daunting tasc, 

t.3i.s 2aper wrll argue tnat a crucla- element of Lse's SucceSS lay 

in his more s<i:lful use of scarce resources In particular, Lee 
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was strlklngly successful In convincing others to dlrecz tnerr 

resources towards achieving ?~LS oalectlves ALs_?oush Lee was no: 

a3ove applying pressure against recalcitrants (in comestic 

~ollzlcs), generally his straregles relied more on co-o?taslon 

shan coercron. 

International Context 

Botli t2e regional and worlc geopolitical contexts znat 

Singapore faced In she early 1960s were far from favoraale. 

Xecionally, most of Singapore's neighbors were beset =o varying 

degrees my solltlcal lnstazlllzy: to the east, Indochina was 

wracced by a clvll war, C:?lna was In t-?e midst of a tumultuous 

revoluzlonary experiment; to zhe west, Burma and. Tnalland were 

far from pcllzlcally s-able; and to the south, t-?e Communist bid. 

for 2ower rn Indonesia was In full swing. In s-?or=, political 

lnsta3lllty ?lacued zhe region 

Slnga:ore's domesrlc prospects in 1965 were only marginally 

Dexter thar. its neighbors' Thoug_? already joastlng considerable 

skills in regional trading and banclng, zhe country's 

transformat:on into a modern economy was still far from complete. 

In the mear,zlme, many saw Its alarmingly->lgh Darth raze and hlg17 

population aenslzy as a zlcklng zlme bomb Yuch of tne economy 

remalnec heavily concentratec In small slzo~s anL small 

agriculture, wni1e zne modern sector de?endeE xeavlly on :usz one 

employer s3e Brltlsn navy The nation's colorful mix cf et-lnic 

GrouTs and r2llgrons t-?reatened to become a Further source of 

lnsta3illt:-, parrlcularly If economic Growth faltereC Frnally, 



tAe failure =ha-, year of =he political federation wl:h Malaysia 

Troved a trl?le blow: economic, as the relm?osltlon of custom 

barriers closed nearby MaIayan markezs and ?ut Into doubt 

Singasore's focus on regional economic insegration; =erritorral, 

as Singapore lost access CO new land that could have eased its 

?o?ula-,lon density problem, and -- most crucially -- polltlcal, 

as the loss of the federation umbrella forced Singapore to devote 

valuable time and energy to reconstructing Its polltlcal 

ldentl:y. Furtnermore, though the British naval presence 

provided protection <ior a time: from outrlg-?t invasion, Lee 

could only assume t-?at Singapore's geoszrateglc sosltlon aszrlde 

cri-,ical trade rouzes made it a tempting target for 

destablllzatlon. 

Interests and Objectives 

Given the dangers inherent in Singapore's geographic 

gosltlon anE t.ne fragility of its internal po11-,1cs, the nation's 

leaders naturally focused on a defensive strategy. Their concern 

was not expansion or power SroJection, but simply survival In a 

hos:lle environment. TAe attempted merger with Malaya was in 

this sense a logical atsempt to seek shelter within a larger, 

stronger entity. Lee himself, doubtful of Slngazore's vlablllty 

as an rnde?enCent state, had fought tenaciously to salvage 

federation, and 1:s failure left him severely depressed. 1 

3Ciapplly conslgned to lnde?endence, Lee's crty-state 

a number of daunting oblectlves, lncludlng- 

t3e 

faced 

1 c ?I. Turnball, A H_zstory of Singapore, 1819-1988 Singapore- 
Oxford Unlverslty Tress, 1988) 297. 



--How to maintain domestic political stability given the unstable 

regional context, the appeal of Communist ideology to many 

Chinese youth, and the fragility of its new political 

institutions? On the ?osltlve slce, the two-year exgerlment 

w1t,? the Federation had Dought Lee valuable time to reduce the 

sower of zhe leftist op?osltlon, and the Communlszs no longer 

represented an lmmedlate shreat to the new government that met in 

Septemoer 1965. Nevertheless, any serious government missteps 

could easily re-ignite ?olltlcal strife. 

--How to modernize the economy, create the economic growth 

necessary to provide jobs, and improve living conditions for the 

growing population? Although Singapore had long been a maJor 

center in regional trade, Me nationalistic tensions of 1965 

suggested tnat Singapore's neighbors might wish to develo? their 

own trade and finance experzlse, to t_?e detrlmenz of Singapore's 

economy. Furthermore, Singapore possessed neltAer =-?e capital 

resources nor the technical skills needed to compete in z-le First 

Xorld economy To grow quickly, It would need 'iJestern hels. 

--How to ward off outside aggressors and ensure that regional 

rnstabllity did not disrupt the trade flows so crltical to 

Singapore's economy, despite the fact that Singapore was far too 

small to project military power beyond its borders? T-ie 

capacity zo resist external artacc did become more of an issue 

with tne British wlzhdrawal ? or Srnga?ore's trade-eased 

economy, however, the crl:lcal issue was now to secure the sea 

lanes, given Its own lace oi manpower and financ-al resources3 

4 



National Strategy and its Implementation 

Althougn Lee's policies have clearly evolved over tAe years 

to adlust zo his coun=ry's chancing fortunes, it 1s ?ossGle to 

dlsslll several key principles :hat characterlzec his a??roach to 

national stra-egy The first 1s she link jerween internal and 

external policy. Singapore's comblna=lon of szrateclc 

vulnera3lllsy and internal lnstajlll=y caused tne Lee government 

to assume somezhlng of a siege mentality The nazion coulc only 

face' the hostile world with confidence If its domestic house was 

rn order, and Lee devoted himself to the latter effort. Though 

circumstances have clearly evolved since 1965, Lee's tencency to 

see strategic issues through a domeszlc prism has endured. Asied 

by interviewer Fareed Zakarla, for example, about Singapore's 

harsn treatmen', of drug users, Lee replled that r:le J.S. rnlgh, 

have the luxury of taking Its fight agaIns= narcotics overseas, 

but little Singapore could not. Its only hope of flg-ltlnc 

narcotics was zo make its domestic defenses lmpervlous zo 

?enetra=ion 2 

A second enduring ?rlnclple or' Leesian national strateg is 

t-2e empAasls on state leadershi?. Though, lice ZeaGan, Lee 

em?haslzed moral values and lauded the family as sze bedrocc of 

socla: order, 3.e was no social laissez-fairist. Lee was at 

jottom a social Darwlnist who was convinced =-lat 21s own superior 

lntellecc gave him the rlgh= and obligation to 2ursLe a broad 

agenda of social c_?anse far more am3ltlous tnan anythins XeaGan 

2 'areed Zakar:a, 'A Conversation wi=n Lee :<uan Yew,' Toreign 
Affairs TJol 73, Ko.2(?Iarcl/April 199&I- 112 



could Aave dreamed of Queried by Zacarra about the role of 

individual freedom, Lee replied that of course 11 was imporzanz, 

out thaz zhe individual could only properly en:oy freedom within 

a structure of order provided by tne State. 3 

These Trinciples provided the intellectual impetus for an 

ambitious szrategy of social reinvention. Radical change, 

however, demands firm polltlcal control, and Lee was sclllful In 

developing a crisis mentality to strengrAen his hand. For 

example, he used the announcement of the 3ritish military ?ull- 

out in 1968 to impose drastic restrictions on laDor unions. Tne 

rationale. in the midst of an "economic crlsls", the nation 

could not fford labor unrest. 4 a The crisis eventually passed, 

3u, the unions never regained their old independence. 

There were two reasons for Lee's over-riding emphasis on 

social transformation. The first was t-?e belief that a greater 

sense of Singa?orean, as opposed to ethnic, identity was a 

critical factor m political stability. Accordingly, many 

2rc3grams wit-? obszenslbly dl5ferent goals carried a "unlzyl 

twist. For example, the housing modernization program not only 

improved. llvlng stancards, but It destroyed traditional 

nelghborAoods, re21aclng shem wlzh large, ethnically-diverse 

housing prolects where t_?e government had no natural com?ezltors 

ior political control. 5 

3 4 Zakaria 111 
5 Iurnbu11 3?C; 

Lames Minchin, No Man Is An Is-and ,Lor-don Allen & Ynwin, 
L990) 250 



Secondly, Lee Delreved that certain cnanges In cultural 

:ia-olts were so essential for development tAat they required a 

strong s=ate hand. 3educlng tne birth raze, for example, was 

crltlcal to dealing wit2 land scarce-y, and tze Lee government 

devoted substantial carrots and SZ~CCS to accomplishing 3at 

03;ectlve Lee's passion for creatrng the model citizen could 

even border on the obsessive: witness the myriad laws against 

-,he public cnewlng of gum, use of profanity and the llke. 

At tne same time, crltlcal to understanding tne success of 

Lee's polltlcal and economic strategy 1s that he never tried to 

substltuze the s:a=e for the family as tne essential social unit. 

Ee never offered a comprehensive welfare policy, for example, 

2reSerrlng lns=ead. that cltlzens rely on the family unit for 

emergency supper: Yost crucially, pollcles such as encouraging 

3ome ownership were used 50 give famllles a real stake In =he 

economic boom 6 T-?e government's success In ensuring tnat 

ordinary cltlzens partlcr?ated in the larger economic ?rosperl=y 

made it much easier to co-opt them into sus?or=lng the rest of 

=-?e agenda. 

Lee's other key priority was economic growth and. 

mocernization AlcAough obviously a ?rlorl=y for 1:s own sake, 

rhls too contalned. elements of foreign poIlcy. all t2e effcrts 

to ?rotec-, t3e pol rsy against external su3verslon would be for 

naught lf the econsmy could. not cellver ~03s. That 2s stri<lnc 

aDout Lee's ap?roacn to economic growth, nowever, was h1.s 

' YInchin 250 



willingness to trade some loss of control in order zo attract 

foreign inves:menr. Unlike most of -11s Asian contem?orarres, Lee 

opted for an o?en-door solicy toward trade and investment and 

dis21ayed little of the economic xenophobia that cAarac=erized 

t_?e Capanese and Xorean models. Znstead, ne focusec Trincipally 

on getting rhe macroeconomic policies right -- infrastructure 

investment, education, and wage policies. In snort, Lee expertly 

leveraged his limited resources (principally location, his 

2opulatlon's relative expertise in trade and its famlllarl=y wit-? 

Xeszern culture: by implementing policies designed to encourage 

foreign investment It 1s a srrategy in striking Contras= to 

t2e Soviets', anE later the Cxnese', reliance on se:?-reliance, 

i.e squeezing the peasantry in order to obtain rnzernal 

investmen, capital. 

Singapore's foreign 2011~~ under Lee Kuan Yew flowed 

na-,ura ILy from zhe ?rlorlty he ascribed to internal 

modernlzatlon Given the level of regional lnstablllty in 1965, 

one coulE make a rational argumenz ior devoting far more 

resources to defense than Lee acrually did. Al-,hougk he &d draw 

on Zsraell advice to develop a porenr defensive force based on 

compulsory milirary service, it is interesting ro note t-?at 2e 

never attempted to develop the abllrty to 2ro:ect rnll:-ary sower, 

even In tne defense or' the regional sea lanes critical to 

Singa?ore's economy. Beyond the argument zhat SlngaTsre was ZOO 

small to engage In even this limited arms race, one can also 

argue that iz was also far more cost-effective for S12capore to 
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advance izs interests through alliances and balance-of-power 

strategies To the former end, he strove to reduce tensions and 

eventually acnieve close cooperation wizn Indonesia and Yalaysia, 

the two countries with the greatest power to disrupt local 

shipsing lanes To the larter, Singapore has worced zo achieve 

narmonious relations with all of region's actors, including the 

ASEAN countries and China. A= the same time, it has sought to 

strengthen zhe regional balance of power by welcoming the 

presence of other actors, particularly the U.S and more recently 

India. In short, Singapore's foreign policy has been a textbook 

applica:ron of limited resources to achieving substantial 

obgectives 

Conclusion 

Lee's success in transforming Singapore into an economic 

sowerhouse, enztancinq political stability, while maintaining :and 

perhaps even increasing) social cohesion is an extraordinary 

cotiination of achievements by any measure. Znceed, in this 

century, only Lenin and his disciples have even a:temssed a 

similar feat -- only to see their very success in social and 

political transformation lay zhe seeds of economic collapse. WhY 

did one succeed where the otner failed? In par-r, one can argue 

thaz Lee was zhe shrewder analyst of -zis environment, <nowing 

t2az for a-1 his abi_llsy to outmaneuver and occasionally 

intimidate his solrtical competitors, his ambitious plans 

u1zimately depended upon the cooperation of otter forces. Driven 

ay ideology, Lenin (and sarticular1y nis successors) strove zo 

9 



. r 

obtain resources by coercion; tne result, however, was passivity 

at lome and hostility abroad. Lee, in contrast, followed 

po11c1es zha= encouraged ootn his own citizens ant t_?e investment 

world to "3uy-in" 

Indeed, his success calls into question certain accepted 

wisdoms of Wessern political thought. Many political observers 

argue that one cannot legislate social values, nor can a modern, 

information-rich society be constructed on the foundation of 

rigid political control. Has Lee succeeded in solving these 

political riddles' Peraaps not. For one thing, although Lee's 

Singapore has been run with a firm hand, it Aas never been 

sotalitarian. Some political dissent -- a certain degree of 

pluralism -- has always been a part of the equation. 

At t_?e same time, it is hard to know wAat price in polizlcal 

maturity the city-state has paid for Lee's version of political 

s=aoility. One of the key tests of any political system is its 

ability 10 provide a mechanism for t-2e stable transfer of power 

'or all their weaknesses, the Western democracies =hat Lee ofsen 

compares unfavorably zo his "Asian model" are well-tested in this 

regard. It remains to be seen if Singapore will prove equal zo 

this future challenge or whether rhe country will ultimately fine 

that, when the time of transition finally does arrive, it is not 

yet politicaCly ma:ure enougx to manage it 
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